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The Florida Fight for Equality: The Equal
Rights Amendment, Senator Lori Wilson and
Mediated Catfights in the 1970s
by Kimberly Wilmot Voss

I

n 1977, the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) required ratification by three more states before it could be added to the U.S.
Constitution. Florida was considered a battleground state and
as the vote deadline loomed, pro- and anti- forces held marches
and protests while celebrities and politicians visited the state to
rally each side. In the midst of the heavy media coverage stood
Florida Senator Lori Wilson-one of the few women in the legislature and a sponsor of the ERA. This study examines the fight leading up to that 1977 Florida defeat of the measure by looking at the
media's coverage of the ERA battles, women-versus-women themes
and Senator Wilson's mediated representation. It concludes with
the current status of the ERA in Florida.

I,

-

Introduction
The Equal Rights Amendment consists ot three parts:

Section 1.Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or
abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.
Section 2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article.
Section 3. This amendment shall take eflect two years after the
date of ratzjication.
Kimberly Wilmot Voss is an Assistant Professor in the Nicholson School of
Communication at the University of Central Florida.
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The above amendment to the United States Constitution was
first introduced into both houses of the United States Congress in
1923 by a senator and a representative from Kansas. The legislation
was the brainchild of Alice Paul who recognized the need to protect
the rights of women in addition to enfranchising them. The amendment was reintroduced each year until 1971 when the savvy U.S. representative from Michigan, Martha Grifiths, took the lead in the
fight for ratification. Finally, in 1972, after nearly five decades, both
houses of Congress passed the Equal Rights Amendment. The next
step was to gain state ratification. Initially, rati£ication proved relatively easy as states rushed to approve the amendment. Progress
slowed by 1977 and growing forces rallied against its passage.
The proposed amendment's history in Florida demonstrates the
various delaying actions and out-right opposition that stalled the ratification momentum. In 1972, the Florida House voted 91 to 4 to ratIfy the ERA but the action was not brought before the Florida Senate
that year after the Senate president "lost" the bill.' The ERA proposal
was brought before the state Senate for the first time in 1974, under
the sponsorship of Senator Lori Wilson. It failed by a vote of 21 to 19.
The action failed in the House by a vote of 6454. The amendmentwas
again before the Florida legislatures in 1977 in the midst of marches,
debates and protests both for and against ratification. The state never
ratified the amendment, but an examination of the victories and
defeats in the fight for gender equality reveals a complex confluence
of personalities and media presentation of events.
The Florida ERA battleground was important to the South, as
well as to the rest of the n a t i ~ n Pro-ERA
.~
organizers considered
Florida the "most cosmopolitan state in the deep South" and
believed, that with so many politically active women in the state,
few outside resources would be needed for ratifi~ation.~
The acting president of the lobbying group Common Cause, David
1.

2.
3.

The speaker of the House sued the Senate president in the Florida Supreme
Court and won but by then the session was over. Roger Williams, "Women
Against Women: The Clamor Over Equal Rights," Saturday Rauiew Magazine,
25 June 1977. The president of the state Senate claimed to have misplaced
the bill and thus it did not come to a vote. The speaker of the House sued
the Senate president in the Florida Supreme Court, but before the case was
heard, the session ended and the lawsuit was never heard.
Fourteen states failed to ratiq the ERA. Only Tennessee and Texas, among
the former Confederate states ratified the amendment.
Richard White and Peggy Shaw, "Behind the Scenes of the E.R.A.'s Florida
Defeat," Accent, Tampa Tribune, 6 July 1975.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol88/iss2/4

2

Voss: The Florida Fight for Equality: The Equal Rights Amendment, Senat

Cohen, said at the time: "Make no mistake about it, Florida is crucial. As Florida goes, so goes North Carolina and I think that would
provide the momentum for passage in Illinoi~."~
An unnamed
White House insider agreed, stating, "Florida is as pivotal to the
ERA as it was to (President)Jimmy Carter's primary campaign."5
As important as this issue was politically, it was also very personal for the women on both sides of the aisle. For those in support of the amendment, the change was "a concise formula for
legal reform." For those in the opposition, it was "loose language
disguising radical thought."6 As the country began to recognize
women's issues, it was the previously mentioned Florida Senator
Lori Wilson who initially sponsored the ERA ratification measurea lone female voice in that legislative body.
Joan S. Carver, a political science professor, studied the fate of
the Equal Rights Amendment in the Florida legislature. Using
educational, occupational, and election statistics, she claimed that
during the 1960s, Florida had "moved to the forefront of the
Southern states in the progress made by women."' Although
observers expected ratification, Florida legislators frequently shifted their support under pressure from lobbying efforts by pro- and
anti-ERA forces and votes on the amendment were "closely divided" despite the ultimate failure of the lawmakers to ratify it.8
Carver's work on the Florida experience fits well within the historiographical context of national and state scholarship on voting
analysis and pressure group politics in the fate of the E m 9
Missing from the analysis of the Florida fight for ratification is the
role of the media in reporting the events and determining the out4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Ibid.
Anne Groer, "ERA Supporters Make Quiet Push for Florida Victory," Sentinel
Star, 27 February 1977.
Richard White and Peggy Shaw, "Behind the Scenes of the E.R.A.'s Florida
Defeat,'' Accent, Tampa Tribune, 6July 1975.
Joan S. Carver, "Women in Florida," The Journal of Politics Vol. 41, no. 3
(August 1979),941-955, quote on p. 945.
Carver, "The Equal Rights Amendment and the Florida Legislature," E h i d a
Historical Quarterly Vol. 60, no. 4 (April 1982),455481C, quote on p. 455.
For example, see: Theodore Arrington and Patricia Kyle, "Equal Rights
Amendment Activists in North Carolina," S i p , Vol. 3 (Spring 1978): 666680;
Sarah A. Soule and Susan Olzak, "When Do Movements Matter? The Politics
of Contingency and the Equal Rights Amendment," American Sociological
Review," Vol. 69, no. 4 (August 2004), 473497; Joan Huber, Cynthia Rexroat
and Glenna Spitze, "A Crucible of Opinion on Women's Status: ERA in
Illinois," Social Forces, Vol. 57, no. 2 Special Issue (December 1978), 549-565.

Published by STARS, 2009

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 88 [2009], No. 2, Art. 4

come. By focusing attention on a pivotal figure and casting the
battles between women as "cat fights," the media lost the opportunity to engage in the larger role of explaining the impact of the
ERA and facilitating broader public discussion.
The media's coverage of the Equal Rights Amendment fight in
Florida in the 1970s often highlighted the story of Senator Wilson.
In Florida, the region's history and Wilson's messages shaped
much of the media's rhetoric, and she symbolized the negotiation
that southern women faced in a space that was not quite their own.
Although thirty women had been elected to the Florida legislature
between 1920 and 19'78, Wilson was the only woman in the state
senate when the fight for the ERA was first waged.1° As a 1973 profile of Senator Wilson noted: "Some people are more equal than
others and the woman who may play a pivotal role in moving the
Equal Rights Amendment through the (Florida) State Legislature
is one of them."ll
The media's use of the "the catfight" framework or womenagainst-women presentation marginalized the concept of feminism
and shaped the way journalists covered the battle. The confrontational battleground coverage ignored the middle ground where
women grappled with feminism in everyday life. As popular culture historian Susan Douglas has written,
The media referees insist on putting feminism in one corner and antifeminism in the other, as if feminism could
never be in the middle, but what they fail to recognize is
that feminism is the middle ground. It may be filled with
ambivalence and compromise, tradition and rebellion,
but the space between the two cats-the space where we,
the girls are-is what feminism is all about.12
Sources for undertaking a media-based study of the Florida
battle over the Equal Rights Amendment are scattered across the
South. Much of the material for this study comes from the Miami
Herald's coverage of the Equal Rights Amendment in the 19'70s.
With its statewide circulation, the Herald had a wide impact, and its

10. Carver, "Womenin Florida,"94'7.
11. Pat Sealy, "'Senator Lori' Is Pivotal Vote on Senate Panel,"Miami Herald, 6
April 19'73.
12. Susan Douglas, Where the Girls Are: Orowing Up Female with the Mass Media (New
York: Random House? Time Books, 1995), 244.
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coverage of the Equal Rights Amendment was collected for the
New Direction for News Study in the 1980s. The raw data for that
study is located in the Western Historical Manuscript Collection at
the University of Missouri. Further coverage was collected through
the national evening news coverage located at the Vanderbilt
University Television Archive. Other Florida newspaper articlesparticularly those appearing in the Gannett-owned Tallahassee
Democrat-were located at the Smathers Library at the University of
Florida and the Schlesinger Library at the RadclZfe Institute for
Advanced Study. Media images were also found at the State
Archives of Florida in Tallahassee.

Background of the Equal Rights Amendment
The fight to ratify the simple words that make up the ERA
began in 1923. Former suffragistAlice Paul spearheaded the movement to add the amendment to the constitution. She initially introduced what she called the "Lucretia Mott Amendment" in 1923 in
Seneca Falls, the historic site of the first women's rights convention
in 1848. As one of the leaders for female enfranchisement when
the lgth Amendment was added in 1920 (The role of Paul was
played by Hillary Swank in the 2004 acclaimed HBO movie, Iron
Jawed Angels), Paul knew how long the battle could take. After all,
it required more than '70 years (1848-1920) for the suffragists to
obtain the right to vote. She also knew how bitter the battle could
be-she had been jailed for a peaceful protest and endured a
painful hunger strike. Finally, Paul recognized the divisions that
can occur among women fighting for the same goal. With women
denied rights in so many areas, there were many battles to fight.
The fighting methods were also a matter of contention-from
moderate, policy questions to radical, attention-seeking protests.
In the years following national female enfranchisement, the
Depression, World War I1 and the Civil Rights Movement, among
other events, overshadowed the fight for the ERA. But the country's growing awareness of women's roles in society brought the
issue to the forefront as the "women's liberation" movement leaders gained media attention. Historians credit a mix of groups for
the revived feminist movement, from the educated suburban
homemakers who read Betty Friedan's 1963 Feminine Mystique to
the college students who created consciousness-raisinggroups and
worked for civil rights. Later historians expanded that list to
include women like Cosmopolitan magazine editor Helen Gurley
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Brown whose focus on sexuality disqualified her in the eyes of
some earlier feminists.l3
In 1970s Florida, divisions among feminists were quite apparent. Longstanding Miami feminist leader Roxcy Bolton, a national officer in NOW (National Organization for Women), often
spoke out in support of the ERA in ~1orida.l~
Yet, when major
demonstrations took place, she was reduced to a secondary role in
a manner that recalled the split between old and new guard suffragists decades earlier. In 1975, during an ERA rally, Bolton was told
that her statements would have to be approved in advance by
young feminist leaders. As Bolton explained to a Miami Herald
reporter she was led to believe that she was supposed to act the
role of "an elder stateswoman" and no longer be a visible part of
the protests. Coverage of the story of her rejection could not be
found in the news section, where political articles usually appear,
but instead it was reported in the "Living Today" section of the
newspaper, the traditional space for women's society news.15
Several women's leaders objected to the placement of ERA coverage in the so-called women's pages as 'these segregated sections
were not considered a place for reporting significant news.16
Media recognition and coverage of feminist events proved
instrumental in furthering the social movement. The women's
movement leaders and the print and broadcast media fluctuated
between supportive and confrontational positions. Some events,
such as consciousness-raising groups, translated poorly to television newscasts. The actions that typically drew media coverage,
such as protests and marches, presented women as adversarial and
"unladylike" and invited public criticism. Furthermore, some leaders such as Friedan were portrayed as having a divisive personali13. Jennifer Scanlon, Bad Girls Go Evaywhere: The Life of Helm Gurlqr Brown (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009).
14. Roxcy Bolton's pro-ERA activism was noted in several articles including:
Margaria Fichtner, "400 Give Equal Cheers, Boos to Give Women's Rights
Measure," Miami Herald, 16 February 1973; Pat Sealey, "House Rules Shift
Aids ERA Debate," Miami Herald, 4 April 1973; Louis Salome, "ERA in
Trouble, Legislators Say Here," Miami News, 9 March 1973; Joe Oglesby,
"Equal Rights Fight: 'Too Close to Call," Miami Herald, 9 March 197'3.
15. Ena Naunton, "Bolton to Bow Out of NOW Group," Miami Herald, 16April 1975.
16. Kay Mills, A Place in the News: From the women's Page to the Front Page (NewYork:
Columbia University Press, 1990), 117-118.
17. Articles in major news magazines described Betty Friedan as an "angry battler for
Movement
her sex." Marcia Cohen, The Sisterhood: The I72sid.e Stmy of the Ws-'
and the Leadars Who Made It H a w (NewYork: Fawcett Columbine, 1988).
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ty17 and too removed from "typical women" to represent their
views. In her book on American feminism, Deborah Seigel devoted a chapter to what she described as "The Battle of Betty."18
Wading into the "battle," Susan Brownmiller noted, regarding
Friedan: "Visionaries by nature are difficult, impatient people."1g
Furthermore, as historian Carolyn G. Heilbrun has written: "To
denounce women for shrillness and stridency is another way of
denying them any right to power."20It was not until the media had
anointed the attractive Gloria Steinem a leader that the spotlight
focused on women's issues in a more balanced manner.
As Steinam's star rose, more favorable images of intelligent
women who expected to be-taken seriously replaced the stereotypical shrill, angry woman. As Rachel DuPlessis and Ann Snitow
wrote: "Beginning about 1970, for a few years, media attention
spotlighted feminism. This created an atmosphere of glamour
around a white, free, young, pretty, gutsy few."21It was not a new
phenomenon as can be seen through the imagery of the attractive
suffragette Inez Milholland on a white horse.22 In the Florida
struggle for the ERA, Senator Wilson's beauty provided an element
that played into the new assessment of modern feminism and
would have been especially important to the television cameras.
Although feminist scholars traditionally claimed that the fashion
media industry's focus on beauty objectify women, more recent
scholarship, including that of Linda Scott, suggests that women
embrace fashion as a vehicle of self awareness and personal creativity-an insight that conceptualizes fashion coexistant with equality.23 Taken from that perspective, it's not surprising that images of
Senator Wilson speaking appeared on two of the three national
newscasts during the 1977 vote. A headshot of a smiling Senator
Wilson often appeared with stories in which she was barely quoted.
18. Deborah Siegel, Sisterhood Interrupted: From Radical Women to &Is Gone Wild
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 71-93.
19. Susan Brownmiller, In Our Time:Memoir of a Revolution. (NewYork: Dial Press,
1999), 59.
20. Carolyn G. Heilbrun, W t i n g A Woman's Life (New York: Ballantine Books,
2002, Norton, 1998), 16.
21. Rachel Blau DuPlessis and Ann Snitow, The Feminist Memoir Project:Voices Ji-om
Women's Liberation (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1998; Rutgers University
Press, 2007), 15.
22. Linda J. Lumsden, Inez: The Life and Times of Inez Milholland (Bloomington,
Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2004).
LA Linda M. Scott, Fresh Lipstick: Redressing Fmhion and Feminism (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).
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Senator Wilson represented a media-friendly image that allowed
for a mainstream examination of the ERA.
During this time of change for women on numerous fronts,
the ERA gained momentum on the one hand, but developed fissures in the push for passage of the act on the other hand. Initially,
the amendment was backed by the National Federation of Business
and Professional Women. Marguerite Rawalt worked toward the
ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment as Operation
Buttonhole, a 1950s project of the NFBPW, when she was president of the organization. She spoke in support of the legislation at
the organization's National Convention in Miami Beach in June
1956.24 Richard Nixon attended the event. In the developmental
years of the National Organization for Women, Friedan insisted on
full support for the passage of the ERA. Some of the members
resigned over the stance.25Yet, a majority of feminist activists in
the late 1960s had not heard of the ERA.^^
On a basic level, it appeared that this amendment would lead to
equality by setting aside the many state and national laws existed that
made women second-class citizens. In several states, women were
prevented from owning land, taking out a mortgage and having
credit in their own names. In Florida, for example, until 1968, a
woman who wanted to go into business on her own had to petition
the court to demonstrate her competence and good character.27
Business practices also reinforced gender inequity. Many newspapers publishedjob ads divided by gender. As late as 1970, NOW had
to push United Airlines to ends its "men-only" executive flights from
New York and Chicago. Those in support of ERA believed the legislation would rec* the gender inequities in the law.
Some groups, however, worried the language of the ERA was a
slippery slope that would take away "protections" for women, such
as exemption from being drafted into the military. More than 450
national organizations supported the legislation, including the

24. Judith Paterson, Be Somebody: A Biography of Marguem'te Rawalt (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1990), 117-118.
25. Cohen, The Sisterhood, 141.
26. Jo Freeman, "The Origins of the Women's Liberation Movement," The
AmericanJournal of Sociology, Vo1. 78, no. 4 (January1973), 803.
27. Dorothy Jurney, untitled talk to Knight-Ridder newspaper executives, Point
Clear, Alabama, 1976. Papers of Dorothy Jurney, Western Historical
Manuscript Collection, University of Missouri, Columbia, Missouri. Hereafter
cited as Jurney Papers.
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AFL-CIO, the Y.W.C.A. and the American Jewish Committee.
Groups against the amendment included Fundamentalist
Christian churches, the Moral Majority, the John Birch Society, the
Mormon Church, and the American Farm Bureau. Religious
groups were often active participants in the discussion, particularly in the question over women's roles in society.28
Among the arguments raised against the ERA were concerns
regarding the creation of unisex bathrooms, the elimination of
alimony and the legalization of homosexual marriage. The two reasons most frequently cited in the media for opposing the ERA were
conscription of women into military service and the breakdown of
the family. A sign one anti-ERA member wore symbolized the position of anti-ERA forces. It read: "Adam's Ribbers, not Women's
Libbers. For Mom, Apple Pie, Home, Mamage, Family."29 Many of
the claims against the ERA were based on fear, not a realistic appraisal of the effects of the legislation, but the media treated every claim
equally and did not scrutinize the validity of the anti-ERA activists.
In their examination of the ERA battle in North Carolina,
Donald Mathews and Jane Sherron De Hart showed that in the
South feminism competed for space within a public rhetoric still
struggling with issues of race. For example, ERA supporters who
advocated for government-supported daycare centers were decried
as "anti-family." However, opponents embedded the anti-family
rhetoric within the context of contemporary concerns regarding
school integration, claiming that the centers created by the ERA
"would take children away from their familiesjust as busing had literally taken children away from their families in the process of
d e ~ e g r e ~ a t i o nThis
. " ~ ~claim would be repeated throughout the
decade as the legislative fight continued.
Thomas I. Emerson, professor of law emeritus at Yale Law
School, defended the ERA before the Connecticut General
Assembly in March 1977, in an effort to counteract the push by
some states to rescind ratification. His testimony appeared in a
28. Religion has often played a complicated role in the debate for women and
equality. A good analysis can be found in Vivian Gornick, The Solitude of Seg
Thinking About Elizabeth Cady Stanton (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2005).
29. Photo accompanying Ena Nauton, "House Approves ERA In Narrow 61-58
Vote," Miami Herald, 11 April 1975.
30. Donald G. Mathews and Jane Sherron De Hart, Sex, Gender; and the Politics of
ERA: A State and the Nation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 156.
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story that ran in newspapers across the country including the
Miami Herald. Emerson dissected each of the Stop-ERA statements
and concluded: "out of the 19 statements about the ERA, I count
12 as wholly false, six as partially false or seriously misleading, and
one as substantially correct. This is a sorry record." He also went on
to note that while the "fear rhetoric" continued, there was evidence that none of the dire predictions had come true in the states
that had already ratified the ERA. He testified:
In no state have any of the dire predictions of the ERA
opponents been borne out. In no state has the ERA been
constructed as allowing husbands to leave their wives without support. No establishment of coed restroom has been
mandated. No homosexual marriages have been sanctioned. No police department has been required to hire
women on a one-on-one basis with men. No vast volume of
litigation has occurred. On the contrary, the state ERAS
have worked smoothly and effectively.31

As both sides in the contest solidified their positions, it was already
becoming clear that the Florida experience would mimic national
and regional trends-with ERA advocates simultaneously battling
misperceptions about the amendment and efforts to trivialize the
claims to equality while struggling for balanced media presentation and against divisions within the feminist cause.

The Intersection of the Media and a Social Movement
Social movement leaders need the media to spread their messages. The media, of course, frames the messages in ways that can
reinforce the importance of that message or in ways that can dismiss that message. Among the numerous studies that have ana31. Statement of Thomas I. Emerson before the Government Administration and
Policy Committees of the Connecticut General Assembly on Proposed
Resolution to Rescind Connecticut's Ratification of the Equal Rights
Amendment. March 1977. Governor's Commission on the Status of People,
University of Nevada Las Vegas Special Collections. It should also be noted that
the anti-ERA groups also tried to use Emerson's testimony to their benefit.Janet
Chusmir, "Emerson Cited by Both Sides on ERA," Miami Heraki, 20 March 1973.
32. See Patricia Bradley, Mass Media and the Shaping of American Feminism, 1963 to
1975. (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi: 2003); Brownmiller, In Our
Time,136-166; Laura Ashley and Beth Olson, "Constructing Reality: Print
Media's Framing of the Women's Movement, 1966-1986,"Journalism and Mass
Communications Quarterb, Vol. 75, no. 2 (Summer 1998), 263277.
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lyzed the intersection of the media and the women's movement,32
most found the representations of feminism were negative. For
example, in a study of the print media's framing of the women's
movement from 1966 to 1986, researchers Laura Ashley and Beth
Olson found that the descriptive coverage of feminists often delegitimized their goals. On the other hand, anti-feminists were listed
as well-organized and attractive." It reinforced what media
researchers Maurine Beasley and Shelia Gibbons wrote earlier:
Many people, knowing only what the mass media told
them about the movement, lacked sufficient information
to judge the movement's significance. What they thought
of the movement was generally a reflection of what they
had read or heard or were shown about. And indeed, most
reporting on the 'second wave,' as modern-era feminist
activism was known, trivialized the issues and mocked the
movement's leaders.34
One of the national events that came to represent the feminist
movement was the Women's Strike for Equality on August 26,
1970. The strike was in many ways symbolic as many women could
not simply walk away from their jobs. Instead, there were sit-ins,
lunch-hour rallies and a march down Fifth Avenue in New York. It
was the largest women's protest in U.S. history.35Those within the
movement considered the event a success, although media coverAccording to historian Ruth
age was largely condes~ending.~~
Rosen, the media used the march to "sensationalize and discredit
the women's movement."37For example, ABC began its coverage
by quoting Spiro Agnew: "Three things have been difficult to tame.
The ocean, fools and women. We may soon be able to tame the
ocean, but fools and women will take a little longer."38On CBS,
33. Ashley and Olson, "ConstructingReality."
34. Maurine Beasley and Sheila Gibbons. Taking TheirPlace: A Documentary History
of Women and Journalism. (Washington, D.C.: The American University Press,
1993), 150.
35. Carol Mueller, "ConflictNetworks and the Origins of Women's Liberation,"
N m Social Movements: From Ideology to Identity, Eds. Enrique Larana, Hank
Johnston and Joseph Gusfied (Philadelphia:Temple University Press, 1994),
253.
36. Douglas, Where the Girls Are, 17'7.
37. Ruth Rosen, The Wo~ldSplit Open: How the Modemz Women's Movement Changed
America (NewYork: Viking Penguin, 2000), 296.
38. Rosen, 296.
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anchor Eric Sevareid said, "The plain truth is, most American men
are startled by the idea that American women generally are
oppressed, and they read with relief the Gallup poll that two-thirds
of women don't think they're oppressed either."39
In her memoir of the women's movement, Susan Brownmiller
doesn't mention the negative press but rather demonstrates ways in
which the media responded to issues for the first time. She wrote of
the Women's Strike for Equality Day: "For the first time since the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, newspapers and magazines
seemed to expect women to stand up for their rights."40Historian
Carol Mueller also theorized that the media's coverage of the strike
was a unifylng force in the development of the movement.41
Journalist David Broder agreed that impact of the strike was significant. He wrote, "The tactic worked. The agenda of causes was spelled
out in full, and for the first time, debated."42Florida's Senator Wilson
remarked that some in the feminist movement were not in favor of
public demonstrations, yet "during a long history of struggle, there
may be controversial methods inspired by impatience.""
It was within this framework that the fight for the Florida ERA
was also presented. There were protests, marches, and rallies.
Celebrities made appearances. Both sides organized by colorgreen for the pro-ERA group and red for those opposed. The
media treated the assertions of each side equally and did not analyze the truth of the claims. In a talk to Knight-Ridder newspaper
executives, former Miami Herald women's page editor Dorothy
Jurney addressed the myths that poor reporting perpetuated. She
cited a particular article in which the reporter did not question a
John Birch Society speaker about her statements against the ERA,
in which she asserted that there was no inequality. As Jurney noted,
the speaker "fails to point out that there is a discriminatorypractice
applied against women who want to join the military. A woman has
to be a high school graduate; a man does not; a woman has to score
40 points higher than a man in qualifying exams."" The Miami
Rosen, 297; also quoted in Douglas, 163-164.
Brownmiller, In Our Time, 147.
Mueller, "ConflictNetworks and the Origins of Women's Liberation,"255.
David Broder, Behind the Front Page: A Candid Look at How the News is Made
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 127.
43. Frances Spatz Leighton, "Has Women's Lib Gone Too Far - Or Not Far
Enough?"Family Weekly, 9 June 1976, p. 4.
44. Dorothy Jurney, untitled talk to Knight-Ridder newspaper executives, Point
Clear, Alabama, 1976, Box Professional Series, folder 58, Jurney Papers.

39.
40.
41.
42.
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News, while listing several examples of discriminatory workplace
laws," also included a storyjustlfylng the practice by quoting a male
anthropologist who vindicated the legislation by claiming that
women needed protection: "The psychology of men was dedicated
to putting up with more suffering than that of women."46 The pres
entation of both claims without analysis allowed for a simplistic representation of the fight for and against the ERA.
While the media used text and photographs to create a
"women-against-women" image, surveys of citizen views provided
clear cut evidence of support for female equality. For example, the
national polling firm William Hamilton and Staff found that 71.9
percent of the 800 Florida residents surveyed in 1974 backed the
passage of the ERA.^^ Two surveys conducted in 1977 both found
a majority of voters supported the ERA. A survey by the
Democratic National Committee found that 62 percent of the
state's registered voted were for the amendment and 21 percent
were undecided.48It should be noted that the story about this poll
ran above a photo of a Stop-ERA rally. A 1977 survey by the
Gannett News Service of 1,000 registered voters found that 48 percent preferred ERA passage and that 37 percent preferred defeat.
Despite these numbers, Senate President Lew Brantley was quoted
in the newspaper saying: "without any doubt in my mind the people of Florida don't want" the ERA to pass.4g
Letters to the editor in newspapers about the ERA typically
featured one letter for ratification and one letter against.50As the
battle for ratification extended over several legislative sessions,
The Miami Herald editorials routinely supported ERA passage. In
a typical example, the Hirald's February 25, 1974 editorial concluded with: "The ERA would further fair play for all. Certainly
that would promote a healthy trend for our society."51 The St.
45. Nicolette Handros, "ShevinLists ERA Effetcs,"Miami News, 26 August 1973.
46. Rick Eyerdam, "ERAFails to Pass Florida Senate Committees,"Miami News, 20
March 1975.
47. "71.9 Pct. Back ERA - Poll," Miami Herald, 17 December 1974.
48. Roland Page, "Poll Shows 62 Per Cent Of Voters Support ERA,"Post, 6 April
1977.
49. John Hanchette, "Majority in Poll Wants ERA Passed," Pensacola Journal, 5
April 197'7.
50. Sharon Burress, "ERA Isn't For Women," and Kathryn L. Prevatt "Adoption
of ERA Necessary,"Lakeland Ledger, 5 April 1977.
51. "A Deserved Second Chance For State's ERA Ratification,"Miami Herald, 25
February 1974.
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Petersburg Times' editorial page also championed women's rights
and supported passage of the ERA.^^ The news side, bound by
the journalistic practice of objectivity, often featured professional women who opposed the ERA.^^ It should be noted however,
that media support or opposition was framed by male journalists,
as female journalists typically played a limited role in the creation of mainstream media messages. Newsrooms, especially
in the South, hired few female reporters for the newsroom, and
limited female journalistic contributions to the so-called
women's pages.54

Florida ERA Media Coverage
The power of women's page editors had been reduced by the
time the ERA came up for Florida ratification as these sections had
been replaced by lifestyle sections often edited by men. For example, Marjorie Paxson, who was a women's page journalist at the
Miami Herald in the 1960s before becoming the women's page editor at the St. Petersburg Times, lost her job to a man when the
women's page was recast as a features section.
By the 1970s, much of the limited media coverage of
women's issues and the emerging feminist movement was now
found on the news and editorial pages where events were framed
in rhetoric that was often hostile. Coverage frequently focused on
women's roles as mothers. Anti-ERA claims that proposed legislation would lead to the destruction of the family warned of potential problems for both male and female children. In an April
197'7 Tallahassee Democrat story, a retired Navy lawyer claimed the
ERA would mean the end of the sport of football: "He doesn't
believe most mothers want to see the elimination of such sports
in which their sons might
In addition to fear that
female equality meant the elimination of male sports, opposition

52. 'Year of the Women," St. Petersburg Times, 18 November 1976.
53. Terry Johnson King, "Lib's a Trial to the Lady Lawyer," Miami HeraZd, 10
October 1974.
54. Beasley and Gibbons. Taking TheirPlace; Kay Mills, A Place in the Nms: From the
Women S Pages to the Front Pages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990);
Kimberly Wilmot Voss and Lance Speere, "A Women's Page Pioneer: Marie
Anderson and Her Influence at the Miami Herald and Beyond," %da
Histm'cal Quarterlj Vol. 85, no. 4 (Spring 2007): 398-421.
55. David Cook, "ERA Approval Would Mean Federal Edicts," Tallahassee
Democrat, 12 April 1977.
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Marlene Taylor and daughter picketing for ratification of ERA. Image courtesy of
Florida State Library and Archives, Tallahassee.

forces perpetuated the belief that ratification of the ERA would
force women into military service. The caption that accompanied a photo for another anti-ERA story crystallized the concerns
of many: "AprilKramer poses with parents Charlotte and Robert
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in Tallahassee. They came to fight an amendment they fear
would send April into combat."56
Motherhood provided strong visual images, particularly when
picketing became the protest option of choice for both sides. In
the midst of the pro-family, anti-ERA argument that roiled
Tallahassee, an April 17, 1973, wire photo showcased Marlene
Taylor, in tie-dyed jeans and wild hair, holding her daughter with
a "Go ERA" sign above their heads, as the two picketed the capitol
in support of ratification. The mixed message of motherhood and
radicalism reinforced the critical nature of equality for women
across the generations. On the other side, an April 1975 wire
photo out of Tallahassee depicted women in proper skirts and classic hairdos carrying signs that read "ERA Attacks Marriage, Family
and Society" and "ERA: No Way in the USA." One sign showed a
drawing of a male and female child above the statement: "There's
a Difference." The battle between "difference" and "equality" was
regularly cited by advocates but rarely examined by the media.
A February 11, 1973 Miami Herald article presented as a series of
questions that were answered by pro-ERA and anti-ERA representatives, the article offered readers an opportunity to evaluate the positions of both sides. Once again each side was permitted to state its
position without hrther analysis. Among the questions was one that
asked whether the ERA was a n t i ~ d . The
~ ? pro-ERA advocate said
the legislation was not anti-God but that the Bible was written by a man
and interpreted by men. For that reason "Perhaps we should take
another look at it." The anti-ERA respondent said that while she did
not personally think the legislation was anti-God, there were some
people who did believe that.58 Weeks later, comments by a
Tallahassee opponent to the ERA made the connection between religion and gender roles clear: "Man has been the spear carrier and
woman has been the protector of the cave. I didn't set that up. God
did."59Nor were questions about the ERA and religion confined to the
South. In Montana, an anti-ERA lawmaker said: "IfJesus wanted people to be equal, he would have had six men and six women apostles."60
As the rhetoric heated up, religion continued to be part of the debate,
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.

Pat Harbolt, "ParentsFighting ERA," Tallahassee Democrat, 5 April 19'77.
"Some Questions on ERA," Miami Herald, 11 February 1973.
"Some Questions on ERA,"Miami Herald, 11 February 1973.
Pat Harbolt, "ParentsFighting ERA," Tallahassee Democrat, 5 April 1977.
Associated Press, "Equal Rights Amendment Inches Toward Ratification,"The
Lincoln Star (Montana), 9 February 19'73.
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ERA opponents in Dade County tied proposed legislation in that
county to address gay and lesbian rights to support for the Equal
Rights Amendment. According to stop-ERA advocate Shirley
Spellerberg, the proposed law "went a long way in shaking the church
people out of their lethargy."61Pro-ERA advocates typically countered
that God created all equally and thus was in support of the legislation.
In one unique counter to the religion argument, a pro-ERA activist
noted that "Christ often challenged the prevailing custom of his
time."62
What is almost jarring about many of the stories is the lack of
critical reporting. In most articles, sources on each side made unverified claims and reporters seldom included outside experts to provide context for the claims or explain the impact of the legislation.
For example, a story about the ERA'Simpact included the claim that
passage would lead to the end of male contact sports.63The use of
one source in a story-especially on a controversial topic-goes
against acceptable journalistic practice. It is likely that the need to
appear objective undermined substantive analysis of the issues.
As the battle for the ERA gained momentum, the typical strategies of social protest emerged. One of the more visible Florida ERA
events was the April 1975 march in Tallahassee that attracted approximately 2,000 men, women and children. Young girls carried signs
stating: "Girls want blue ribbons, too" and "Equal ribs, equal rights."
A preschool girl carried a balloon stating, "Me for President."
Senator Wilson joined the marchers and spoke at the event. As she
reflected on the day's activities, she framed her remarks in the language of protests, stating, "I thought it was a very positive expression
of grassroots people support for the proposition of quality under the
law for all people. I think they sent the leaders in Tallahassee a message and only time will tell whether they were listening."64
The St. Petersburg Times' coverage of the march was a compilation of wire reports. In an interesting element, the Times placed
the story next to an article about Jeanne Malchon and her induc61. Associated Press, "ERA Saga Tenses," Lakeland Ledger, 3 April 1977.
62. Rachelle Delaney, "Why Some Want It ..." Times-Union andJournal (Jacksonville),
27 March 1977.
63. David Cook, "ERA Approval Would Mean Federal Edicts," Tallahassee
Democrat, 12 April 1977.
64. Tom Sander, "ERA Marchers Adopt 'Dumpsey' the Pig," Flom'da Today, 15
April 1975.
65. Robert Hooker, 'Jeane Malchon Given Dockerty's Commission Seat," St.
Petersburg Times, 15 April 1975.
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April 19'/5 March in Tallahassee in support of ERA. Image courtesy of Horida State
Library and Archives, Tallahassee.

tion as the first woman on the Pinellas County Commi~sion.~~
The
Times coverage of the march focused on the "emotionally chargedn
speeches, including a plea from the governor for passage. In the
continuation of the story, the views of 6-year-old marcher James
Carver of Tallahassee are offered either as comic relief or as the
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burdens of males in the age of women's rights: "I don't like girls,
but my momma made me come." The male reporter also noted
that marchers wore "tiny ERA tee-shirts without bras" and quoted
an unnamed source, “‘I usually don't like parades, but this one is
okay,' said one spectator as the bra-less marchers passed by."66The
overall impression was one of dismissal and ridicule on the part of
the reporter and the observers.
Celebrities Alan Alda, Betty Friedan and Marlo Thomas
attended the event and lent their support.67Alda acknowledged
that he considered himself a feminist but offered the view that a
person did not need to be a feminist to be pro-ERA. Instead, he
;aid a person only need to be alive and an American. As his eyes
welledip with tears, the actor explained, "I'm making myself crywhen ERA passes, it'll be officially okay for men to
Thomas,
That
G
i
r
l
,
later
addressed
the star of the popular
television
series
the state senate saying it was an "outrage that we have to beg and
plead for women's rights. The credibility of us as a free nation is at
stake here. The credibility of the Declaration of Independence is
at stake."6gSenate President Dempsey Barron condescendingly
introduced the accomplished actress as "Danny Thomas' daughter."70(Pro-ERAwomen occasionally mocked Barron with a papermachk pig "Dumpsey," named for the senator. The pig wore the
sign: "Be a person, not a pig."71) On the other side, Donald
Tucker, speaker of the House of Representatives, was a supporter
of the ERA. His cousin, writer Diane Roberts, noted that his consciousness had been raised.72
While a few men became involved in the ERA debate, includ-

.,-,
a

66. Wire Reports, "2,000 Marchers Call on Senate to Approve ERA," St. Petersburg
Times, April 15, 1975.
67. Buddy Martin, "It Was a Parade of Believers," St. Petersburg Times, April 15,
1975.
68. Ibid.
69. Susan Lykes, "1,500 Urge Favorable ERA Vote," Tallahassee Democrat, 14 April
1975.
70. Marilyn Alva, "ERA Marchers Hear Askew Urge Passage," The Palm Beach Post,
15 April 19'75.
71. Tom Sander, "ERA Marchers Adopt 'Dumpsey' the Pig," Rmida Today, 15
April 1975.
72. Diane Roberts, Dream State: Eight Generations of Swamp Lawyers, Conquistadors,
Confederate Daughters, Banana Republicans, and Other Florida Wildlife
(Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida, 2004), 318.
73. Margaria Fichtner, "ERA Gets a Boost From Men," Miami Herald, 16 February
1973.
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ing Bolton's husband who started the organization Men for ERA,'^
the focus remained largely on the pro- and anti-ERA women. As
Douglas pointed out, the focus permitted the "catfight" imagery to
dominate media reports. "As a metaphor for the struggle between
feminism and antifeminism," she wrote, "the cafight provided a
symbolic catharsis of women's internal conflict between the desire
for liberation and the longing for security."74In the case of
Senator Wilson, however, the imagery shifted to that of a female
voice in a sea of male decision makers.

Senator Lori Wilson and Fight for the ERA in Florida
Early media coverage of the women's movement focused on
the "angry woman" and created a radical image that bore little
resemblance to the lives of ordinary women and men. In time, the
media embraced Gloria Steinem as the attractive, reasonable
image of the movement-a supporter of the ERA. In the opposing
camp, Phyllis Schlafly emerged as the face of the anti-ERA effort.
Susan Douglas offered a tongue-in-cheek analysis of the "catfight"
between the two adversaries that is worth quoting at length:
Ladies and gentlemen! In this corner we have Gloria
Steinem, a beautiful, single, and childless career woman in a
miniskirt, who likens marriage to prostitution and insists that
"if men could get pregnant, abortion would be a sacrament."
In this corner, we have Phyllis Schlafly, an attractive, successful wife and mother of six in a shirtwaist, who claims
that feminism will enslave women and calls feminists a
"bunch of bitter women seeking a constitutional cure for
their personal problems."

OK, girls, the gong has sounded, have at it.75

As Douglas wrote, in a sea of media images of angry women,
"Steinem was something most feminists allegedly weren't: sexy and
extremely attractive to men."76As in the woman suffrage campaign
of the early twentieth century, the iconic figure of the movement
needed to be an appealing and sympathetic figure.
The photogenic Senator Wilson presented an attractive pub74. Douglas, Where the Girls Are, 223.
75. Ibid, 221.
76. Ibid, 227-8.
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Senator Lori Wilson. Image courtesy of Florida State Library and Archives, Tallahassee.

lic face that appealed to mainstream men and women. Like
Steinam, Wilson was a smart, attractive, media-friendly person.
Unlike the single, childless Steinem, Senator Wilson was divorced
and the mother of two although that was rarely mentioned in
media accounts. In fact, unlike media coverage of other women in
public life, Senator Wilson's marital status was rarely mentioned
in news articles. Wilson's smooth, confident presentation style
moved to be an asset in attract in^ favorable media attention.
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Although much of the attention focused on her striking beauty
and her trademark white pantsuits, Wilson felt that she was treated fairly by the mediaq7'
When the Florida Senate vote became national news-covered
by each of the three networks' evening news-Senator Wilson
became the focus. A reporter for the Tallahassee Democrat noted
that the cameramen focused "special attention" on Senator
Wilson. "Anytime she huddled with other senators" Susan Lykes
Mueller wrote, "a virtual firing squad of news photographers
clicked and whirred away in her dire~tion."'~
The public television documentary "Tallahassee Famous
People," suggests an infatuation with Wilson that few public figures
command. After Wilson answers a few short questions, the remaining segment consists of silent footage showing her sitting at her
senate-floor desk.79
Wilson's marriage to Al Neuharth, the head of the growing
Gannett newspaper chain and future founder of USA Today, and
someone who shared her political views and understood the
media's role in the political process, proved a valuable partnership
for pro-ERA forces.80As Wilson once wrote, "Fortunately, but not
accidentally, my husband and I share the same general philosophy."81Neuharth had watched his single mother struggle to make
ends meet, and it had awakened in him an awareness of gender
inequity.82The two made a powerful couple whose every action
received media coverage-even their vacation to ~ e v a d a . ~ ~
Wilson's background reflected the experiences common to
the women on whose behalf she fought for ERA ratification. Born
77. Lori Wilson, "In Their Own Words" Legislative Oral History, Legislative
Research Center & Museum, 2005, Disc 1. http://flrcm.gov/oralhistories.cfm
78. Susan Lykes Mueller, "Florida Senate kills ERA," TallahasseeDemocrat, 18April
1977.
79. WFSU-TV, Tallahassee Famous People, no date; Florida Memory, Florida
Photographic Collection, Filming Florida: Images of the Sunshine State, State
Archives of Florida, Tallahassee, Florida. http://floridamemory.com/
PhotographicCollection/filmguide.cfm.
80. The couple married in December 1973on the beach in Cocoa Beach, Florida.
"News Chain Chief, Florida Senator Wed," Charleston Daily Mail, 1 January
1974.
81. Frances Spatz Leighton, "Has Women's Lib Gone Too Far - Or Not Far
Enough?" Family Weekly, 9 June 1976, p. 4.
82. Kay Mills, A Place in the Nms, 300-303.
83. Pat O'Driscoll, "Home' Is One Of Many Stops For News Executive," Nevada
StateJournal, 28 June 1977.
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FLORIDA
FIGHTFOR EQUALITY
in North Carolina in 1937, she grew up in Tennessee and marrie
early and moved to Florida in 1960. Like many women of the pos
WWII South, she worked to put herself and her first husban
through college and raise two children. She earned a bachelor's
degree in industrial technology/mass communications from
Florida International University and later obtained a law degree
from Florida State University. Prior to her work in public office,
she was a secretary, a teacher and a school admini~trator.~~
When
a Brevard County Commissioner resigned in 1969, Wilson campaigned for a gubernatorial appointment and won it over several
well-known politicians. She retained that position in the 1970 election, representing the Kennedy Space Center area as a
Republican. Three years later she became the commissioner's
chairperson, the first woman to hold such a position in Florida.
Wilson met Neuharth on April 16, 1972-the day Apollo 16
took off for the moon-and at a pivotal moment in her personal
and political career. She had recently filed for divorce after nineteen years of marriage to her childhood sweetheart and worried
that her marital status would be politically problematic in her campaign for election to the state senate. "As a divorcee, I was uncertain how the public would react to my decision to run for the
senate. It was hard enough to run as a woman,"85she reflected. At
a time when it was possible for candidates to maintain some privacy, she and Neuhath did not date publicly; they married on New
Year's Eve, 1973.86
Wilson won her campaign for a seat in the Florida State Senate
as an Independent. The media portrayed her as the first person to be
elected to a major public office in Florida without political party affiliation and she quickly emerged as the sponsor and principal advocate of the ERA in Florida. At the time Wilson took her seat in the
Senate, the ERA had passed its first anniversary in the ratification
process, with the 1972 Florida House having passed the measure by
a vote of 91-4. The Senate did not vote in that legislative session,
deferring to the state constitutional measure requiring the majority

?

,

84. Pat Sealy, "SenatorLori' Is Pivot Vote on Senate Panel,"Miami Herald, 6 April
1973.
85. Lori Wilson in Allen H. Neuharth, Confessions of an S.O.B. (New York:
Doubleday, 1989), 323.
86. Associated Press, "News Chain Chief, Florida Senator Wed," Charleston Daily
Mail, 1 January 1974.
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of the members to have been elected with the knowledge of the voters that they would be considering an amendment to the
constitution." Although the 1973 effort to enact the legislation had
been stuck in committee, the issue had become part of the public dialogue. A February 24,1973, "Women Have Frosty Debate on Rights,"
article reported one of the opening rounds in the so-called "catfight."
The event highlighted in the article was a debate between pro-ERA
State Representative Elaine Gordon and Shirley Spellerberg, president of the Miami anti-ERA group Women for Responsible
Legislation. Defending herself against a charge of being "masculine"
that opponents of the ERA frequently used against advocates for the
admendment, Representative Gordon declared that she did not consider herself masculine. The response quoted by the reporter and the
descriptive term used to characterize the voice of Spellerberg presaged the "catfight" of hture media reports: "'Oh, I think you are
masculine,' Mrs. Spellerberg purred."88
In April 1973, as Wilson became the seventh member of a previously six-member Senate Judiciary Committee that had split
equally over forwarding the ERA for full Senate debate, the Miami
Herald continued its woman-versus-woman coverage of the debate.
One story focused on Ruth Householder, a veterinarian and president of the South Dade Chapter of the National Organization for
Women who argued for passage and Evangeline Norton, second
vice-president of the Florida Federation of Women's Clubs, who
opposed the measure.89 Here again, the divisions were more complex than they appeared; the General Federation of Women's
Club officially favored of the E m g 0The public perception of a
"catfight" could hardly be avoided when local leaders were divided
over the issue and took exception to the position of the organization they represented.
87. For examples of media portrayal of Wilson, see Frances Spatz Leighton, "Has
Women's Lib Gone Too Far-Or Not Far Enough?"Family Weekly, 8 June
1976; Carver, "TheEqual Rights Amendment,"459. The provision regarding
legislative votes was typical of post-Civil War southern constitutions and
reflected lingering animosity over Reconstruction requirements regarding
ratification of the 14th Amendment.
88. Jay Maeder, "Women Have Frosty Debate Rights,"Miami Herald, 24 February
1973.
89. "The ERA: Two Florida Women Take Opposite Views," Miami Herald, 11
February 1973.
90. Margaria Fichtner, "Federation Reaffirms ERA Support," Miami Herald, 8
February 1973.
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National figures in the ERA battle continued to visit the state
and the media commented on their femininity. Anti-ERA Schlafly
was described in the Miami Herald as sporting a "big sunny smile
and a size 10 organza dress with a feminine white ruffle" during a
visit to Miami.g1Julie Eisenhower came to the city to argue for passage. The Miami Herald also noted Eisenhower's smile and her
"striking yellow floor-length cotton dress."92On the other hand,
there were local demonstrations covered by the media that rejected
the lady-like images previously described. A February 1973 Miami
Herald story described a legislative committee hearing on the ERA
held at a Miami PBS station. The lead described the women as
"cheering and hooting" over the issue. At one point, Rep. Robert
Harnett admonished: "We're not going to allow ourselves to have a
cheerleading contest. I think it only proper that we discipline ourselves as adults. Surely your emotions are c~ntrollable?"~~
When the ratification measure came to a vote in the House,
Florida lawmakers voted 5464 against the measure. Florida
Supreme Court Justice James C. Adkins Jr. stated his disappointment over the failure of ratification. He said that the ERA opponents were wrong when they argued that the 14" Amendment
meant there was no need for the ERA. He also pointed out that privacy laws would outlaw unisex bathrooms and that homosexual
marriages would be outlawed because homosexuality was a
crime.94These points were rarely addressed by reporters during
the debates in subsequent efforts to ratify the amendment.
Both houses did attempt to create some legislation aimed at
equality. In April 1973, the Florida Senate passed a bill that outlawed
sex discrimination in all areas of business other than salary differences. The Senate rejected attempts by Senator Wilson to expand
the proposed bill to cover wage discrimination and to include the
payment of court costs and attorney fees in discrimination cases?5 In
May 19'73, the Florida House approved, by a vote of 1061, a bill that
outlawed discrimination "based on sex, marital status or race in the
91. Janet Chusmir, "Schlafly:We Don't Need ERA,"Miami Herald, 6 March 1973.
92. Jean Wardlow, "JulieSmiles, Askew Exhorts At Women's Convention Here,"
Miami Herald, 27 March 1973.
93. Margaria Fichtner, "400 Give Equal Cheers, Boos to Give Women's Rights
Measure,"Miami Herald, 16 February 1973.
94. Associated Press, "Adkins 'Disappointed' By Defeat of ERA," 13 May 1973.
95. William Arnlong, "Senate Bill Forbids Sex Bias in Business; Salary Excluded,"
Miami Herald, 20 April 1973.
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area of loaning money, granting credit, or equal services provided.96
The sponsor of the senate bill, Senator Dan Scarborough of
Jacksonville, described it dismissively as "a little ERA bill."97
In 1974, SenatorWilson won reelection to the Senate with nearly sixty percent of the vote in a three-way race against a
Republication and a Democrat. The Florida ERA battle continued
to heat up on both sides. In April 1974, ERA sponsor Senator Wilson
hoped that testimony on the measure would be "legalistic, unemotional and respon~ive."~~
She expressed her optimism regarding ratification in Florida due to a close vote in another southern state: "I
think Georgia defeating it by just 30 votes or so is a good sign-we
didn't think it would be that close because they're still pretty much
in the Dark Ages up there."99The fight in Georgia paralleled the
Florida fight. Georgia Representative Dorsey Matthews fought
against passage saying the ERA "stinks of Communism" and that it
would degrade women and be a step toward homosexual marriage.
Pro-ERA Representative John Carlisle said arguments against passage were "as unrealistic and as unacceptable as the arguments
against desegregation in the mid-1950s."loo
Senator Wilson later noted her position on equality predated
the official beginnings of the women's "liberation" movement. She
said: "I was already liberated. I cut my teeth on the concept of liberty for all people."lol This position is similar to some members of
the women's movement who did not necessarily associate with the
idea they had been "liberated." Instead, they argued they had
always felt as though they were equals to men. They did, however,
argue that the ERA was needed to r e c w inequities in the law. In
a speech before the senate on April 10, 1974, Wilson tied ratification of the ERA to the nation's history of liberty:
Let us step back in time only 200 years. The birth of this
great document that we are considering changing or
amending today.
96. United Press International, "DiscriminationForbidden By Sex,"31 May 1973.
97. United Press International, "SexDiscrimination Outlawed in Business, Credit
Matters,"1June 1973.
98. Robert Shaw,Jr.,"ERA- Senate Showdown Today,"Miami Herakl, 10 April 1974.
99. United Press International, "5 More States Needed to Pass ERA, Close Vote
Seen in Florida Legislature,"Miami Herald, 12 February 1974.
100. United Press International, "Amendment for Equal Rights Rejected by
Georgia, 10470,"Miami Herald, 30 January 1974.
101. Frances Spatz Leighton, "Has Women's Lib Gone Too Far - Or Not Far
Enough?"Family Weekly, 9 June 19'76, p. 4.
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The notion that all people stand as equals before the law
was not the original understanding of the times. Only
white, male property owners could vote. Only 20% of the
whole adult population of this Country were eligible to
vote for delegates and only a fraction of those actually did.
The original document did not even include the Bill of
Rights. No freedom of speech, no freedom of press, no
freedom of religion.
Thankfully, there were those that felt it was not enough to
presume the sanctity of those human rights whose violation was all too familiar to the Founding Fathers. 'You
must," said Thomas Jefferson, "specify these liberties and
put them down on paper."
Congress ratified the first 10 amendments in 1'791, but
almost a century later the slaves had to be freed by the 13"
amendment.
Three years later, the States felt further protection of equality under the law was needed and passed the now famous
14" amendment. To those who have been told that equal
protection already exists under the equal protection clause
of 14" amendment, I will c e r w to you that the U.S.
Supreme Court has consistently ruled against or thrown out
the 14" amendment suits contending sex discrimination.

If the 14" amendment is enough, why did we need the 15"
amendment giving black males the right to vote and why was
Susan B. Anthony thrown injail along with other women two
years after the 14&amendment was ratified for trying to vote
as a woman-and I would remind you that it took another
half century to get the 19" amendment (which Florida
never ratified) and secure the right to vote for all.
Another half century has passed. Another moment in history. We have before us an idea whose time has come:
That we hold these truths to be self-evident that all people
are created equal under the Constit~tion.'~~
102. Remarks of Senator Lori Wilson to the Florida Senate regarding the Equal
Rights Amendment, April 10, 1974. Located in Florida and National NOW
Activities and Records, 19'73 - 1982. Box 16, folder 3'7. P.K. Yonge Library of
Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida.
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In April 1974, the Florida Senate followed the lead of the
House the previous spring and voted 21-19 against ratification. In
his remarks, Senator Jack Gordon of Miami asked for reason:
"Suppose the wording of the amendment was changed from
'rights shall not be abridged' to 'may be abridged,' making it an
unequal rights amendment. Would anyone here vote for that?"
Senator Charles Weber, of Ft. Lauderdale, raised his hand and said
he would.lo3
In 1975, the Florida House approved the ERA by a vote of 6158 but the Senate rejected it by a vote of 21-17. Senator Wilson's
counterpart in the House was Representative Elaine Gordon. The
media coverage of their partnership was one of the few media representations that did not pit woman-against-woman.
Representative Gordon had broken numerous barriers herself. An
often cited anecdote about Gordon recalled her first day in the
House when she used black tape to cover the 'i' and the 's' in order
to clariftr that she was "Ms Gordon" rather than "Miss Gordon."
The media later featured photos of the women together laughing.lo4In a 1975 article about promises for ERA votes, Wilson is
quoted as saying "Elaine and I are both able to count."105The positive press coverage of their partnership in the effort to ratiftr the
amendment was a rare exception to "the catfight" concept.
In 1976, another woman joined Wilson in the senate,
Tampa's Betty Castor. In November of that year Senator Wilson
predicted that the senate would ratify the ERA if the legislation
could get out of the committee; she said that she had at least 22
"yes votes" in the 40-member body. However moving the measure to the senate floor was more problematic than Wilson's statements suggested; Senate Rules Committee Chairman Tom
Gallen threatened to kill the proposed legislation in committee.lo6By December, two senators who had voted against the ERA
in the past announced they would switch their votes: Lake City's
Senator Pete Skinner and Eustis's Senator Jim Glisson. Wilson
103. Robert ShawJr. "FloridaSenate Defeats ERA by 21-19 Vote," Miami Herald, 11
April 1974.
104. Photo accompanies article Richard White and Peggy Shaw, "Behind the
Scenes of the E.R.A.'sFlorida Defeat,"Florida Accent, 6 July 1975, p. 11.
105. Associated Press, "ERA Backers Take Aim At Florida's Elections," Sunday
Gazette Mail (Charleston,West Virginia), 9 November 19'75.
106. Associated Press and United Press International,""ERAProspects Are Good,
Sen. Lori Wilson Says," St. Petersburg Times, 19 November 1976.
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countered this setback with statements that she had other private
,
/i:
promises of "yes votes."lo7
In March 1976, feminist leader Catherine East was scheduled
to debate anti-ERA Phyllis Schlafly at the Tiger Bay Club in
Tallahassee. East felt she had been put at a disadvantage by the
male organization that sponsored the event and she was not able
to offer a rebuttal to Shlafly's charges. East later wrote to a Tiger
Bay Club official, "I was very disappointed that the format of the
meeting did not conform with what I was promised."108Despite
her experience with the debate, East continued to work on passage
of the ERA in Florida. Her papers include note cards about each
of the Florida senators and strategies on how to approach them.log
By January 1977, 18 senators vowed to vote for the ERA and 13
were against. The remaining 9 senators did not reveal their votes.110
The Florida House committee passed the ERA in January by a vote of
6 5 . The media noted that the female members split their votesanother example of the catfight image."' It also buoyed the argument that the women could not decide what they wanted and thus
the legislation should not pass. In February of 1977, Florida Senator
Kenneth MacKay announced he had switched and would now vote
for the ERA. Wilson assured proponents, "I see a conservative count
of 21 and the possibility of a comfortable 22. Time is on the side of
the right and it is the right thing to do."l12 But, by April the vote
switching had taken a negative turn for pro-ERA forces. St.
Petersburg's Senator Henry Sayler, who initially supported the ERA
in 1972, switched his vote. He said his change was due to the language in the legislation giving Congress too much power. That
change would split the senate equally. Daytona Beach Senator Edgar
Dunn said he, too, was considering changing his pro-ERA support."3
107. United Press International, "Passage of ERA Is a Step Closer," Tallahassee
Democrat, December 16,1976. United Press International, "Vote Shift to Help
ERA Senate Cause," Miami Herald, 16. December 1976.
108. Catherine East letter to David Barrett,April 10,1976. Papers of Catherine East, box
6, folder 67, Schlesinger Library, Harvard Library. Hereafter cited as East Papers.
109. Catherine East notes. East Papers, box 24, folder 17.
110. Carey English, "E.R.A. is 3 Shy of Majority," TallahasseeDemocrat, 5January 1977.
111. Virginia Ellis, "ERA Speaks By House Committee," St. Petersburg Times, 13
January 1977.
112. Associated Press, "MacKay Support Aids ERA," Gainemilk Sun, 23 February 1977.
113. United Press International, "Vote Switch Leaves ERA in doubt," Tallahassee
Democrat, 5 April 1977. The charge that Section 2 giving congress the power
to enforce the amendment became a rallying cry against the ratification by
those who argued for states' rights.
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Anti-ERA advocates were well-organized and visible throughout the ratification
process. Image courte~of the flm'da State Library and Archives, Tallahassee.

With a national spotlight on the state, leaders on each side
came to the state for the 19'77 ratification vote, including Schlafly
and Friedan. Numerous newspapers ran profiles of Friedan when
she spoke in Sarasota.l14The media coverage followed the leaders
and the vote was part of the national evening news. A consistent
frame in the pro-ERA coverage was the concept of the "New
South" that embraced equality.l15 The counter to this argument
was that it was these kinds of decisions that brought "school busing
and that took prayer out of schools."116
As promises for votes went back and forth, it soon became
clear the ERA would not pass. The national evening news covered
the votes to varying degrees. The ABC news, with Barbara Walters
114. Charlie Huisking, "Betty Friedan In Sarasota Pushing for ERA Passage,"
Herald-Tribune (Sarasota), 8 April 1977; Grace Allen, "Crowd Cheers for
Friedan's Equal Rights Speech," Bradenton Herald, 10 April 1977; Judith
Collins, "She Says Florida Women Need ERA," News Tribune, 4 April 1977;
Debi Witaschek, "Betty Friedan Blasts Anti-ERA Arguments," unknown
Florida newspaper, 5 April 1977.
115. 'Year of the Women," St. Petersburg Times, 18 November 1976.
116. Virginia Ellis, "ERA Speaks By House Committee," St. Petersburg Times, 13
January 1977.
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as the anchor, devoted less than a minute to the Florida ERA vote
Walters read a few statements about the debate, but there was n
reporting from the scene."' The CBS coverage, with
Cronkite as the anchor, lasted about three and a half minu
featured a female reporter in Florida with approximately 45 seconds of Senator Wilson speaking.l18David Brinkley, the anchor on
NBC, devoted five minutes to the issue. The coverage included a
male journalist covering the vote in Florida and about 20 seconds
of Senator Wilson speaking. The conclusion of the coverage
included Brinkley interviewing a pro-ERA woman, wearing pearls,
who promised that the fight would c ~ n t i n u e . " ~
When the Senate voted against the ERA on April 13, 19'77,
Wilson used the national spotlight to chastise the male lawmakers
for trying to hold onto tradition that marginalized women. In
remarks that were later published in a brochure, she blamed the
loss on traditional southern views that limited roles for women and
pointed out that the ERA had not been passed in Alabama,
Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, North
Carolina, South Carolina and Virginia. She said:

'

4

In all 10 of these Southern states, ERA remains in trouble.

As a native Southerner ... I ask you: Why?
The answer, my fellow Senators, is sadly the same throughout the South:
It's because the Good Ole Boys in the Southern legislatures traditionally do not consider people issues, like the
ERA, on their merit.
She went on to cite historical fights against social change in the
South, including the civil rights struggles. She warned her colleagues that fighting against change was useless. She said: "Let me
assure you that the Good Ole Boys in the Senate and elsewhere in
the South are clutching at pseudo power that will not last." She

117. Barbara Walters, "ERA/Florida Defeat,"ABC Evening News, 13 April 1977.
Vanderbilt University Television Archives, Vanderbilt University, Nashville,
Tennessee. Hereafter cited as Television Archives.
118. Walter Cronkite, "ERA/Florida Defeat," CBS Evening News, 13 April 1977.
Television Archives.
119. David Brinkley, "ERA/Florida Defeat," NBC Evening News, 13 April 1977.
Television Archives.
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asked the Senators to recognize equality for all residents and concluded with: "I had a dream that a Southern boy could grow up to
be president; I have a dream that our Good Ole Boys can grow up
to be men."120According to national coverage, "As she spoke in
the Florida Senate of 'the same old Southern trail which leads
nowhere,' sardonic cheering broke out in the gallery among ERA
opponents, who were dressed in red. Pro-ERA women, dressed in
green, were silent. Said Senator Wilson: 'I'm embarrassed for the
South.'"121The coverage in Time magazine concurred. According
to its April 25, 1977 issue:
Indeed, Southern conservatism is now the major obstacle to
passage of the amendment. Two-thirds of the states that
have refused to r a t e the ERA are in the South-which still
proclaims the romantic ideal of womanhood, and where
resentment continues to fester over civil rights laws and constitutional amendments passed almost a century ago. As the
Rev. Bob Clark, a fundamentalist pastor, thundered during
a Florida radio talk show: "Section 2 [of the ERA] says the
Congress shall have the power to enforce the article. There's
Big Daddy Fed again... When you start getting the Federal
Government in on i t that's where the trouble begins."ln
Conclusion
The Miami Herald ran an editorial cartoon that summed up
the status of the Florida ERA. It featured a cleaning woman scrubbing the floor beneath a sign of the final, non-ratifying ERA vote.
The 1977 vote was a bitter loss for the Florida ERA supporters.
They had not been as well organized as the anti-ERA groups and
did not spend time debunking the ERA myths. Emory University
political science professor Eleanor Main said: "We should have
presented evidence to prove, for example, that the privacy act
would preclude unisex
Senator Wilson's fellow lawmak-

120. Lori Wilson, "Why ERA Is In Trouble In the South," 13 April 1977.Remarks
to the Florida Senate and reprinted in a brochure. ERA campaigns, Florida
and National NOW Activities and Records, 1973 - 1982.Box 16,folder 37.
P.K. Yonge Library of Florida History.
121. "The Unmaking of an Amendment," Time magazine, 25 April 1977.
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/O,9171,918888,00.html.
122. Ibid.
123.Anastasia Toufexis, "WhatKilled Equal Rights?" Time, 12July 1982.
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er Representative Elaine Gordon said, "We all tried to tell them
how the process worked and the importance of things like raising
money, but they didn't believe us. They thought that just being
right was enough."124
The media played a role in not explaining the impact of the
ERA.Instead of truly analyzing the issues, more attention was paid
to whether protestors wore bras or the future status of public bathrooms. It is also problematic that while so many studies showed voters wanted the legislation to pass, reporters did not use these
statistics to question senators on why they voted the way they did.
Too often, the debate was reduced to the "catfight" image that
Douglas cited. While much of the examination of the ERA battle
has focused on the organizations involved, this study shows that
media representation should be factored into any analysis of the
confusion that surrounded ratification efforts.
Clearly, Senator Wilson's beauty, which attracted media attention, proved to be a distraction. Photos of her were common--often
in stories in which she was briefly quoted. The most obvious example of her image as the message is the documentary in which most
of time the camera simply follows her. After the 1977 vote, Senator
Wilson did not seek re-election, although her advocacy for equal
rights continued. As she became more involved in Gannett, she
explained: "Contrary to popular opinion, I was more involved with
Gannett than A1 was involved in my political life." She accompanied
her husband on his business trips and sat in on sessions with newspaper heads from across the country. As one of the few women in
the room, she could not help but notice that all of the newspaper
executives were white men. "As the prime sponsor of the ERA
Amendment in the Florida Senate," she stated, "I realized Gannett
needed its own ERA Amendment."125In February 1979, the former
senator was hired as a consultant to the media company as a pointperson in Neuharth's mission to transform "an all lily-white male
organization to a very, very diversified company where you really
could earn your way by working no matter your ethnic background
or race or religion or sex."126The couple divorced in 1982.1P7

124. Ibid.
125. Lori Wilson in A1 Neuharth, Confssions of an S.O.B., 326.
126. J. Donald Brandt, A History of Gannett (Arlington,Virginia: Gannett Co., Inc.,
1993), 407.
127. "People,"Syracuse Herald-Tm'bune,19 January 1982.
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Wilson's continued fight for equality in another realm mirrors
what other women's right leaders continued to do-fight for gender equality in new areas.128As victories for women's rights were
made on various fronts, the concept of women's rights went from
a social movement to a collection of interest groups.129
Understanding the history of the ERA at the state level is important to understand the intersection between social movements and
policy outcomes, especially as the debate over women's rights took
place within boundaries of tradition and the ~ 0 u t h . l ~ ~
The ERA came before the Florida legislature again in 1979
and 1982, but was defeated each time. By then, much of the fight
for the ERA had died out. In a March 14, 19'79 article, feminist
Roxcy Bolton noted that the urgency to pass the ERA was over.lsl
In a later interview, Bolton reflected on the experience and concluded that failure was a matter of women not working together.ls2 Bolton, who had been a national officer in NOW, quit the
organization in 19'76 over what she viewed as the denigration of
motherhood by the group. More than two decades later she said
that one of the biggest disappointments of her life was the ERA
not being ratified.ls3
The pro-ERA group continued to fight for change by encouraging organizations to refuse to hold conventions in states that did
not r a e the ERA. Florida felt the impact of this pressure. The
AFLCIO canceled its plans to hold a convention in October 19'79
in Miami Beach and the American Federation of Teachers moved
its meeting to Honolulu rather than Miami later in 1979.
Ultimately, however, this economic pressure did not push the ERA
forward. The momentum for passage had slowed.
The national fight for the ERA was considered dead in 1982
three states shy of the 38 needed for ratification. Ten years had
elapsed since Congress had first passed the amendment; a three128. Associated Press, "ERARests But Women Chip Away At Sex Laws," TheFZorida
Times-Union (Jacksonville,Florida), 19 April 1976.
129. This concept is explored in Anne N. Costain, "Representing Women: The
Transition from Social Movement to Interest Group," The Western Political
Quarterb, Vol. 34, no. 1 (March 1981), 100-113.
130. Soule and Olzak, "WhenDo Movements Matter?", 474.
131. Ena Naunton, "Roxcy on ERA," Miami Herald, 14 March 1979.
132. Roxcy Bolton, Straight Talk with Audrey Finkelstein, WLRN-FM, 18 November
1977. State Archives of Florida, M82-12, Box I.
133. Elinor J. Brecher, "RoxcyBolton Looks Back After Suffering a Stroke and a
Heart Attack,"Miami Herald, 10 December 1998.
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year extension had been granted in 1979. In the years since the
battle over ERA ended, several states have added their own ERA to
their constitutions and many of the arguments against the ratification, such as women in the military, are no longer relevant.
Moreover, some issues raised against ratification are now present
despite the defeat of the amendment. Same-sexmarriages are now
legal in several states; and unisex facilities are common in many
retail outlets under the label "family restrooms."
The fight for the ERA may not be over. As of Spring 2007, the
15 states that have not ratified the ERA are Alabama, Arizona,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri,
Nevada, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Utah and
Virginia. A legal strategy to revive the ERA was created a decade
ago. It was based on a "three-statestrategy" that was developed after
1992, when the Twenty-Seventh Amendment to the Constitution
was ratified 203 years after its passage by Congress.ls4Acceptance of
this ratification period has led supporters to argue that Congress
has the power to maintain the legal viability of the ERA's existing
35 state ratifications. Supporters also argued that the ERA's time
limit is open to challenge because Congress already demonstrated
a willingness to extend the original deadline for ratification from
1979 to 1982. This would mean that Congress could accept state ratifications that occur after 1982 and keep the existing 35 ratifications
alive. A bill in the 108th Congress stipulates that the House of
Representatives shall take any necessary action to v e r q ratification
of the ERA when an additional three states ratify.135
Since 1995, ratification bills have been introduced in six of the
unratified states including Florida. Understanding the battles in
the 1970s for the Florida ERA is helpful in the current argument
for the amendment. Most of the arguments of the anti-ERA movement have proven untrue or irrelevant. Some legal scholars continue to argue for the ERA's passage. On April 1, 2008, the Florida
SenateJudiciary Committee passed a resolution to ratify the Equal
Rights Amendment. The concurrent resolution, sponsored by
Senator Gwen Margolis, was passed by an 8 to 3 vote. The resolu-
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134. Alison L. Held, Sheryl L. Herndon, and Danielle M. Stager, "The Equal
Rights Amendment: Why the ERA Remains Legally Viable and Properly
Before the States" William & Mary Journal of Women and the Law, Vol. 3, no. 2
(Spring 1997), 113-13'7.
135. The Equal Rights Amendments, "Frequently Asked Questions,"
http://www.equalrightsamendment.org/ Accessed 2'7January 200'7.
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tion went on to the Senate Rules Committee. As in previous efforts
to ratify the amendment, there continues to be opposition to the
legislation. In May 2008 example of the power of the ERA opposition, Washington University in St. Louis awarded Phyllis Schlafly
an honorary doctorate over the objection of many of the faculty
and students.
Proponents point out that every constitution in the world written after World War I1 includes an ERA-like statement that men
and women are equals. In the words of Supreme Court Justice
Ruth Bader Ginsberg:

I,

The Equal Rights Amendment remains important in a
symbolic sense. Every modern human rights declaration in
the world, at least since 19'70, contains a statement that
men and women are persons of equal dignity entitled to
the laws' equal respect. I would write the lawmakers of the
United States in Congress and in the States to perfect the
fundamental instrument of government in this regard for
the sake of my daughter, my granddaughters and all the
daughters in generations yet to come. I would like to see
in our Constitution this clarion statement of bedrock principle-equal rights shall not be denied or abridged on
account of sex.136

136. Ruth Pollack, The Equal Rights Amendment: Unfinished Business for the
Constitution, Educational Film Center, 1998.
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